Class II MHC expression in normal adrenal cortex and cortical cells in autoimmune Addison's disease.
It has been proposed that aberrant expression of class II major histocompatibility complex (MHC) molecules by target cells may be an initiating factor in some forms of organ specific autoimmunity. This hypothesis was tested in relation to the autoimmune form of Addison's disease by studying autopsy adrenal glands from eight patients who had died of recent onset idiopathic Addison's disease. Using an immunohistochemical technique, class II MHC expression was found in a minority of adrenal cortical cells in the zona reticularis in 25 normal and four hyperplastic glands, while in Addison's disease almost all residual cortical cells expressed class II MHC. Three tuberculous adrenals showed increased staining of cortical cells around areas of chronic inflammation. It is concluded that since adrenal cortical cells of the normal gland express class II MHC, aberrant expression of this product cannot be invoked as an initiating mechanism in autoimmune adrenalitis. The increased cortical expression of class II MHC seen in idiopathic Addison's disease and tuberculosis may be due to local release of lymphokines by inflammatory cells.